































































In	Mexico	 the	 self‐declared	war	 on	 organised	 crime	 and	 drugs	 launched	 by	 President	 Felipe	














In	 both	 countries	 the	 violence	 has	 affected	 people	 unevenly	 but	 both	 situations	 are	 also	
characterised	 by	 widespread	 insecurity,	 the	 targeting	 of	 individuals	 such	 as	 human	 rights	




This	 article	 draws	 upon	 ethnographic	 research	 conducted	 by	 the	 authors,	 one	working	 in	 an	




















unpredictable	 terrains.	 The	 occupants	 of	 both	 communities	 recognise	 the	 challenges	 of	 living	
with	violence	and,	as	we	discuss	below,	have	developed	strategies	built	on	communication	with	
other	community	members,	on‐the‐spot	decision	making,	and	weighing	of	risk,	to	become	skilled	
navigators	 in	 these	 contexts.	 We	 argue	 that	 attention	 to	 the	 often	 small,	 everyday	 agency	






To	 do	 this,	 we	 briefly	 introduce	 the	 two	 sites,	 explain	 our	 research	 processes	 and	 situate	
ourselves	as	researchers;	we	then	proceeds	in	two	parts.	In	the	first	part	we	explore	notions	of	
violence	and	fear	to	theorise	them	as	complex	and	ever‐changing	experiences.	While	violence	can	















In	Colombia,	 the	community	of	 los	Altos	de	Cazucá	 (often	 referred	 to	 simply	as	Cazucá)	 is	an	
illegally	established	community	that	forms	part	of	Comuna	4	of	the	municipality	of	Soacha,	on	the	
periphery	 of	 Bogotá.	 There	 are	 over	 60,000	 inhabitants	 of	 Comuna	 4	 (Alcaldia	Municipial	 de	












San	Luis	Potosí	 in	Mexico	 is	 the	 state	capital	 of	San	Luis	Potosí	 State	and	has	a	population	of	

















with	 its	 many	 bookstores,	 busy	 public	 transport	 and	 many	 food	 carts	 but,	 despite	 this	 first	














involved,	 recognition	 of	 expertise	 of	 the	 local	 community	 in	 issues	 that	 affect	 them,	 and	





















There	 are	 important	 considerations	 in	 undertaking	 research	 of	 this	 nature,	 which	 we	
acknowledge	 and	 respect.	 As	 two	 researchers	 from	 the	 global	 North	 (Australia	 and	 the	
Netherlands),	conducting	research	in	the	global	South	requires	recognition	of	perhaps	uneven	
power	 relations	 and	 privileges	 that	 cannot	 be	 ‘solved’.	 There	 has	 been	 excellent	 research	
conducted	 by	 academics	 from	 within	 these	 countries	 about	 the	 situations	 we	 research,	 and	
avoiding	extractive,	disrespectful	research	was	a	key	consideration	for	us	both.	Engaging	with	









Ethnographic	 research	 can,	 to	 some	 extent,	 mediate	 these	 expectations	 as	 the	 researcher	
becomes	better	understood	by	the	community,	as	they	come	to	understand	the	community.3	As	
part	of	the	social	world	under	study,	reflexivity	allows	us	to	acknowledge	and	question	what	role	
we	 play	 as	 researchers	 and	 beyond	 (see	 Gouldner	 1971).	 Recognising	 our	 positionality	 we	








nor	 simplistic	 but,	 instead,	 as	 complex,	 kinetic	 processes	 which	 impact	 people	 and	 to	 which	
people	 respond.	 Violence	 and	 fear	 can	 silence,	 debilitate	 and	 deconstruct	 people	 and	
relationships	(Koonings	and	Kruijt	1999).	However,	in	this	section	we	also	forward	a	notion	of	
navigation.	Building	on	Vigh’s	 (2009)	work,	we	explore	navigation	as	a	way	of	understanding	




















is	 an	 event;	 structural	 violence	 is	 a	 process	 with	 ups‐and‐downs	 and	 cultural	 violence	 is	 an	













































The	 experience	 of	 multiple	 forms	 of	 violence	 and	 the	 accompanying	 fear	 create	 an	 insecure	
topography,	 one	which	 people	must	 navigate	 in	 their	 everyday	 lives.	 In	 this,	we	 forward	 the	
specific	idea	of	‘navigation’	of	violence,	as	distinct	from	‘coping’	or	‘normalising’	violence.	We	take	








If	we	 conceive	 of	 those	 impacted	by	 violence	 and	 insecurity	 not	 as	 individuals	 fixed	within	 a	
landscape	in	which	they	are	battered	by	external	forces	of	violence	–	structural,	direct,	cultural	–	
but,	 rather,	 as	 individuals	 and	 collectives	 who	 move	 through	 and	 between	 an	 insecure,	
threatening	 topography,	 and	 who	 navigate	 social	 relationships,	 insecure	 terrain	 and	
unpredictable	violence,	we	recognise	that	those	impacted	by	violence	are	not	passive.	Although	





well	 as	 the	 process	 of	 plotting	 and	 attempting	 to	 actualise	 routes	 into	 an	 uncertain	 and	
changeable	future’	(Vigh	2009:	425).	This	relies	on	a	notion	of	radical	 interactivity,	of	 ‘motion	
within	motion’	 that	 involves	 ‘implicating	oneself	 in	 the	ongoing	 life	 of	 the	 social	 and	material	











have	 better	 vessels	 or	 find	 themselves	 on	 calmer	 seas.	 The	 ‘intensity	 and	 visibility	 of	 our	
navigational	efforts’,	argues	Vigh,	is	dependent	on	‘the	speed	and/or	opacity	of	social	change	and	
our	ability	to	control	oncoming	movement’	(2009:	430).	Structural	forces	can	limit	this;	however,	




with	others,	 to	 recognise	 that	 those	 affected	by	 violence	and	 fear	 are	not	without	 capacity	 to	




















Laura:	Sometimes	 ...	Because	 if	you	go	to	them	with	a	problem	they	 just	say	 ‘so	
what	do	you	want	me	to	do	about	it?’	and	do	nothing.	
	













statistics.	 Crimes	 are	 not	 reported	 because	 people	 consider	 it	 useless.	 It	 will	 not	 help	 them	
recover	their	goods	and	they	do	not	expect	the	guilty	to	be	punished	(Briceño‐León	and	Zubillaga	
2002).	 An	 important	 side	 effect	 of	 this	 is	 that,	when	 official	 statistics	 are	 released,	 they	 only	
represent	a	fraction	of	the	crimes	that	are	committed	and	leave	out	the	ones	that	are	not	reported.	





enforcement	 is	 corrupt,	 inept	 or	 is	 itself	 prone	 to	 criminal	 acts	 is	 demonstrated	 here	 in	 an	
























it	 is	often	sudden	and	violent,	most	often	 typified	by	night	 raids	on	suspected	gang	members’	
houses	that	often	spill	over	to	violence	on	the	street.	In	addition	to	the	organised	threat	of	gangs,	






‘formal’	 security	 (that	 they	were	meant	 to	 do	 as	part	 of	 their	 job)	but	 they	would	 also	extort	
people	 for	 bribes,	 cut	 deals	with	 local	 gangs,	 and	 become	 complicit	with	 violent	 occurrences	
(McIlwaine	 and	 Moser	 2007:	 131).	 An	 individual’s	 survival	 depends	 on	 their	 ‘ability	 to	





occupants	 of	 both	 researched	 communities,	 violence	 is	 complex	 and	 this	 knowledge	 and	


































...	 I	 can’t	do	anything	because	 the	violence	never	 leaves	us’,	while	Brayan	Alexander	 (aged	15	













It	 is	 crucial	 to	 recognise	 that	 violence	 and	 insecurity	 in	 both	 these	 sites	 is	 not	 normal	 or	








We	have	discussed	 the	 concept	 of	 navigation	 as	 a	 counter	 to	merely	 ‘coping’	 or	 ‘normalising’	
violence.	 This	 idea,	 developed	 from	Vigh’s	work	 (2009)	 affirms	 that	 individuals	 are	 not	 fixed	
points	on	a	landscape	battered	by	violences	but,	rather,	individuals	in	situations	of	insecurity	who	
navigate	 topographically	 and	 temporally	 to	minimise	 harm,	 avoid	 violence	 and	mitigate	 fear.	
Furthermore,	we	argue	that	the	occupants	of	los	Altos	de	Cazucá	and	San	Luis	Potosí	are	in	fact	















predict	violence.	These	 included	 trading	expensive	cars	 for	cheaper	models	so	as	not	 to	draw	
attention;	 asking	 family	members	 to	 pick	 up	 respondents	 rather	 than	 taking	 a	 bus	 or	 a	 taxi;	
avoiding	eye	contact	with	police	or	strangers;	avoiding	talking	publicly	about	the	problems	or	
salary,	whether	high	or	low;	prompted	by	fear	of	extortions	or	kidnappings,	changing	social	media	





Martha,	 in	San	Luis	Potosí,	explained:	 ‘you	take	precautions,	 right.	Because	you	know	that	the	






















can	 fail	 to	 escape	 violence;	 the	 oppressive	 and	 unpredictable	 nature	 of	 structural	 and	 direct	
violences	in	these	places	can	frustrate	individual	efforts.		
	
In	 this	way	occupants	of	both	 locations	 sometimes	 restricted	 their	 own	movements,	 avoiding	
going	out.	This	seemed	one	of	the	most	used	navigation	strategies	and	one	of	which	respondents	
were	consciously	aware.	Many	of	the	respondents	in	San	Luis	Potosí,	 for	example,	argued	that	


















with	 the	duration	 of	 the	 civil	war	 and	 the	 absence	 of	 state	 assistance.	One	woman	 in	Cazucá	
described	how,	since	being	 in	this	community,	she	had	become	more	aware	of	her	rights	as	a	
person,	and	noted	that,	‘because	we	are	all	in	this	[the	uncertain	situation	of	daily	life]	together,’	






















Fear	 of	 violence	 can	 shut	 down	 individual’s	 capacity	 to	 respond.	 However,	 in	 both	 these	







There	 are	 many	 ways	 in	 which	 occupants	 of	 both	 communities	 have	 become	 skilled	 at	 the	
topographical	and	temporal	navigation	of	their	daily	lives.	While	some	of	these	techniques	allow	
for	the	mitigation	of	risk	so	that	the	vital	aspects	of	daily	life	can	continue	to	be	carried	out,	at	the	









































are	 reoccurring	 experiences	 throughout	 the	 global	 South.	 We	 propose	 that	 the	 theoretical	
intervention	we	make	here,	illustrated	by	our	work	in	Colombia	and	Mexico,	is	a	starting	point	to	
think	in	more	productive	ways	about	violence,	 fear	and	the	skilled	navigation	of	everyday	life.	





Correspondence:	 Dr	 Helen	 Berents,	 Lecturer,	 School	 of	 Justice,	 Faculty	 of	 Law,	 Queensland	







2	Research	 that	critiques	 the	 issues	of	academic	work	driven	 from	the	global	North	 include	Boadventura	de	Sousa	




3	 The	 contributors	 to	 the	 edited	 volume	 by	McGee	 and	 Pearce	 (2009)	 explore	 in	 varied	 detail	 the	 complexities	 of	
researching	 violence	 and	 violence‐affected	 communities.	 In	 the	 introduction	 Pearce	 (2009:	 7‐8)	 uses	 the	 term	
‘navigate’	to	describe	the	actions	of	the	researcher	in	learning	the	‘rules’	or	practices	of	violence	in	the	communities	
in	which	they	work.	We	see	our	own	work	reflected	in	this	discussion	of	navigation	and	becoming	skilled;	however,	
in	 neither	 situation	 did	we	 ever	 fully	 overcome	 these	 obstacles	 and	 our	 navigation	was	 always	 conditional	 and	
choppy.	It	is	useful	to	include	this	reflexivity	here,	and	acknowledge	the	work	done	by	Pearce	(2009),	Baird	(2009)	
and	Wheeler	(2009)	in	drawing	it	out	explicitly	in	the	aforementioned	edited	volume.		
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